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Government had never carried out the recommendations of
the Sankey Commission (§ 338); but the root of the trouble
went deeper than that. The demand for British coal had
fallen off after the war, owing to the facts that other countries
were developing their own supplies, and that oil was displacing
coal as fuel. The working-classes in general, and the miners in
particular, had hoped that the war would result in better con-
ditions for them, and that they would gain some measure of
control over the industries on which they depended for their
living. But the coal-owners declared that the mines could not
pay higher wages in existing conditions. The miners replied
that they could if they were nationalised ; and these disputes
led in 1920-21 to two strikes which only made the situation
worse by driving foreign customers to seek supplies elsewhere.
The next few years were disastrous for the whole Trade
Union movement. Trade declined, wages were further reduced,
unemployment increased, membership of the Unions fell off.
The leaders, finding that the strike-weapon availed them little,
turned once more to political action; and by a great effort
placed the Labour party in office in 1924. But, as we have seen
(§ 341)* fat MacDonald Ministry could do little to fulfil the
hopes of its supporters, and was soon forced to resign. In
June 1925 another crisis arose. The Baldwin Ministry suddenly
gave up the control of the mines which the Government had
exercised ever since 1917. This threatened the miners with a
further loss of earning-power, and they demanded a subsidy to
tide them over until some new arrangement could be made.
The Government at first refused ; but when the other leading
Unions organised " sympathetic strikes " it gave way.
The idea of putting pressure on Government and employers
by means of a general stoppage of work had long been discussed
by continental Socialists. We have seen what disaster followed
Robert Owen's attempt to carry it out in the early days of the
movement (§ 288). British Trade Unionists as a whole had no
taste for such " revolutionary " expedients ; but their success
in extorting the coal subsidy turned their heads. When the

